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Of all the characters in the Advent drama—Joseph, Mary, the shepherds, the kings---it is Mary who first captures our attention.  We often think of her as a dutiful peasant girl, visited by an angel who tells her she is going to have a baby.  She is usually described as meek and subservient, graciously submitting to the good news that she will be the mother of Jesus.  We find her lovely and charming—and rather passive.
 
But there is another side to Mary—a bold, challenging side!  We learn of this side of Mary from the song she sang.  According to tradition, when she heard the news that she would give birth to God’s Son, she burst into song---which is, I think, the best possible response she could make to this wild news.   When our children were born, I was honored to be in the delivery room; but I was rather excited, beside myself, ecstatic, and some said “on the ceiling.”  They even told me that when the baby appeared, I was heard singing, “For unto us a child is born.”  After that, they assigned a nurse to me to get me under control. When you get good news, sing it! 
 
Mary’s song has remained at the top of church music charts for generations.  Today you might turn on a classical radio station and hear a setting of Mary’s Magnificat by Vivaldi or Palestrina or Berlioz or Pinkham, or even J.S. Bach.  There is no passage of Scripture that has been more frequently set to music than Mary’s Magnificat.
 
Mary’s song is really a musical prayer, titled “The Magnificat” because the first words of Mary’s song, in Latin, are “Magnificat anima mea Dominum,” meaning “My soul magnifies the Lord.”  The song begins with Mary rejoicing over what God is doing for Israel.   It must be from Mary that tradition has set the Third Sunday of Advent as Joy Sunday.  “My spirit rejoices,” Mary says, “in God my Savior.”
 
After this rejoicing the song starts delivering words that are hard for us privileged people to hear.  This is no gentle Mary meek and mild, singing a sweet lullaby. She is a daring Mary who is spokesperson and advocate for the poor and oppressed.  Here is Mary, a lower class woman, singing about a God who is going to put down the rich and lift up the poor.  Her song is about politics and prayer.  She is singing about God who is ready to bring a reversal of the political-economic structure.
 
We’ve often said that Jesus comes into the world to bring us salvation.  He comes to save us from our sins.  But salvation here is far more than “personal salvation.”  We are saved from our personal sins, but Mary tells us that our salvation is tied to how we treat (or neglect) the poor.  
 
When God shows up in the form of a baby born in poverty, it seems pretty clear that God is taking a stand.  God is taking sides, showing up first with the poor.  God is showing, as the Latin American theologians say, “a preferential option for the poor.”  God is bringing about a reversal of the status quo.
 
Mary’s song links religion and politics, faith and economics.   We may try to separate them and keep religion in a separate compartment, but the Gospel will not allow us to do that.  Our salvation is linked to how we treat the poor, the “least of these.”  In Matthew 25 Jesus says that we will be judged not by our prayer or pious behavior, but by how we treat the poor.  At our Christmas Eve Lovefeast we sing that arresting line from a carol:  “Dearer to God are the prayers of the poor.”  Jesus is coming into the world to stand with the poor.  He is coming to challenge the Herods and the Caesars.  He is coming to dissent from an economic structure that blesses the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer.  
 
Mary’s song is about a God who is turning this structure upside down.  This is an unmanageable God!  A proper, status-conscious God would have surely chosen a mother from the well-to-do upper class, someone who had wealth and power and status.  But no, this God turns to a peasant, Mary, who was so poor she could have lived in the Community Shelter in downtown Durham.  Mary’s God—our God---pays intentional attention to the poor, the people who lack power and influence and money---those who are left out and left behind.
 
Here is Mary Whats-her-name, from the wrong side of the tracks, the one with no education, no debutante party, no executive position, the one who is the object of a lot of sly talk and gossip.  (“Pregnant by the Holy Spirit?”  Really now!”) 
 
 If this is the way God operates, we’ve got to rethink everything.  Mary’s song is all about reversals.  In place of the proud and the powerful, God will lift up “those of low degree”----the powerless, the weak, the poor.  Advent is about a God who is on the move to bring justice, a reversal of the way things are.  Jesus is coming as one of the “least of these” for the sake of the “least of these.” (Matthew 25)
 
This past year in our church we’ve begun conversations about a faith response to poverty in our city.  One member of this church said, “I’ve been waiting all my life for the church to address the problem of economic justice.”
 
Mary’s song points the way.  Her song pushes us out of our comfort zone.  It pushes us to see salvation in a broader sense---salvation involving our personal union with God, but always linked to economic well-being, health care, a job and a decent house to live in.  
 
Mary’s song compels us to join God in feeding the hungry, in working for a society where all people receive a fair share of food and resources. 
 
That’s why Advent is a time to rethink our Christmas priorities in this rich, consumer culture.  Will we spend our money on wasteful luxuries?  Or will we look for ways to give as God gives—helping move our society toward a day when poverty is abolished, where all can own some, rather than a few owning too much?
 
Let’s face it.  Mary’s song won’t let us off the hook.  We have chosen to follow a God who calls us to act on behalf of the least privileged.  This is a song of hope.  It’s a song that invites us to stand in solidarity with the least privileged, to bring joy and hope to all God’s children.
 
Mary’s song calls us to get ready to follow Jesus by doing what our Watts Street covenant says:  “ …promoting peace and justice wherever we touch other lives; by …feeding, housing, and befriending the needy; by seeking the kingdom of God on earth, knowing that nothing can separate us from God’s love.”
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